Project Rationale and Objectives
The Project aimed to:
• Foster greater community involvement in governance by facilitating Gulf residents' engagement with e-democracy and forums; • Facilitate a two way flow of information: local/state/federal government to community and community to government; • Encourage Gulf residents to be active users of the Internet, skilled in obtaining from it the maximum economic, social and cultural benefit; • Improve communication and the interchange of information across the regions and Local Government Authorities; • Enhance the value of web based resources for the wider community.
The project was targeted at business operators, the general community and elected representatives within the Gulf region.
The project was important to help bring together the various communities, businesses and people across the Gulf region -a remote-rural area covering a massive 190,000 square km with a population of only 10,000. Upgrades to ICT infrastructure in 2001-02 by the Federal Government made communication by email and Internet more practical and helped to overcome the tyranny of distance. The www.the-gulf.info project aimed to encourage people to use electronic communication in business and in social contacts to broaden networks, build social capital and increase their competitiveness in business.
What was delivered?
The plan was to build a website that enabled people to start using the web (build IT literacy skills) and build people's confidence in using IT through firstly facilitating people's communication with people they knew. The site (www.the-gulf.info) provides a chat room, document download facility, discussion forum, a survey facility, e-polling facility, online events calendar and allows the free posting of articles and submissions.
During planning and development phase of the project, a number of public forums were held to encourage people's participation in the project. However the most effective means of engaging and educating people about the project was by one-on-one contact so that the benefits could be easily demonstrated. The forums and other regional meetings were important to 'air' the project concept and build familiarity with the term "edemocracy".
Communication Activity
Promotion of the project to the people in the Gulf region was facilitated through one-on-one meetings; information sessions in small groups; fliers; and advertisements in local papers.
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Successes
Most of the objectives of the project have been achieved and include:
Government agencies are using the site on a limited basis to communicate and the Gulf Savannah Development Corporation regularly posts government notices about programs, funding and issues, which are picked up in the region.
Increased number of businesses are using the Internet for communication, booking, ordering, accounting and financial management.
The local government agencies regularly communicate by email. Elected representatives (local government) are now using electronic communication, largely for information gathering and contact. They have not as yet advanced to having their own pages or blogs for their constituents. This will take time to achieve.
The wider community is now keen to receive IT training. Attendance at IT training sessions was high and a later (Queensland Government funded) program to bridge the digital divide attracted even more attendees.
Benefits to Citizens
The main aims of the project were directed at speeding up communications, broadening networks, building social capital and increasing avenues for people to gain knowledge. People see the benefits personally or for their businesses.
Benefits to Authority
There were no significant direct benefits to the authority as the aim was to provide a resource for citizens. Indirectly the authority benefited by increasing citizen satisfaction.
Benefits to Councillors
Acquainting the local elected representatives with the concept and processes of e-democracy and egovernance was beneficial and will ensure that they are not disadvantaged in dealings with their peers from metropolitan areas. A number are now accessing the Internet for information, broadening their news and information base.
Limitations
One of the aims of the project is to get greater community involvement in democratic processes and governance. Unfortunately this has been less effective. In a region where there is no real tradition of daily activity and involvement in government (or governance), a compulsory vote for local, state or federal politicians every few years is as close as some people want to get to involvement or commitment.
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The chat rooms are not used regularly. This could be due to people's uncertainty about making public comments in an open forum. However managing chat room sessions also proved to be a time consuming exercise for the Gulf Savannah Development Corporation. The survey facility has had limited use. Again that can be attributed to lack of time to develop and administer the surveys.
The site supports the ability to set-up private chat rooms -eg for a business adviser to talk to individual businesses, however no-one has availed themselves of this facility.
One of the major challenges of the project was addressing the people's anti-electronic attitude (I'll never touch one of those things!) and their uncertainty about new technology and lack of key board skills. However we overcame these issues with one on one discussions, training and workshops.
Evaluation
There were no specific criteria used for evaluating the success of the project.
Lessons learnt
Where there is a strong lack of trust by people in the electronic medium, it is clear that once the technology is grasped, the changes to community communication processes can occur very rapidly and can stimulate those less likely to participate to be a part of the action.
Carefully introduce the concept of e-democracy (it is not e-voting for example) and e-governance to people as they need to feel comfortable with the concepts and the process.
The process cannot be rushed and do not assume that everyone is keen to be involved in a democratic process.
In dealing with a remote area where there is limited to zero experience with ICTs, minimal keyboard skills and a tradition of face to face or phone discussions to exchange information, there is a need to ease people into the idea of using ICTs for everyday communication (cost savings are a useful argument).
Personalise the approach when introducing e-democracy -the one-on-one discussions to persuade people to give it a chance were the most effective. The second and third rounds of IT training delivered have been increasing well patronised, as more people hear about the process. In a region such as this, word of mouth carries more weight than any other source of information.
What could happen next?
The site is ongoing and will be continually sustained through the desire of the community to keep pace with other regions, business competition and other influences emanating from local government.
